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This article presents the findings from a qualitative study of the German Wikipedia 
community, focusing on how people engaged with Wikipedia make sense of norms, 
collaborative practices and means of regulation within the community. The study 
highlights the strong focus on the quality of the end-product (the encyclopedia) in the 
German community, stressing that article quality is seen as more important than the 
wiki-process as such. As the community has grown, an increasing number of rules and 
mechanisms have been deployed to resolve various issues and conflicts, however the 
interviewees do not perceive Wikipedia as being bureaucratic, but rather describe it as 
a “rule-governed anarchy”. The findings suggest that people contribute for a variety of 
reasons, yet point to reactions from and interactions with fellow Wikipedians as one of 






Making sense of  




























and  on  seven  qualitative  interviews  with  people  from  the  Berlin  Wikipedia  community, 











































It was a series of fortunate events that put us into the most read newspaper, the most 
read news magazines, TV channels. I think it was a matter of 2 or 3 weeks when Wikipedia 
was extremely prominent on almost every channel and in this time the German Wikipedia 
increased 1% per day for almost 2 weeks and we were completely exhausted and unable to 
assemble the incoming traffic. I think half of the people I know jumped on Wikipedia in this 























It’s accurate, it’s comprehensive, it’s well maintained, the articles are longer, the articles 
are well referenced, and so forth. Germany is a wealthy country. People are well educated. 
People have good broadband access. So the conditions for editing Wikipedia are there. And 
the fact that German people were able to meet face to face and talk about policies and talk 
about procedures and so forth because they’re geographically located in a relatively small 















The  first  and  second  pillars  stress  that  Wikipedia  is  an  encyclopedia  written  from  a 
neutral point of view (NPOV). This implies all Wikipedia articles must represent fairly, and 



















This is the official version by Jimmy Wales (wiki-love), which he always speaks about, and 
I think that it is not the case. I think that the principal of the German Wikipedia is, yeah, 
if you take a look at the community there are a lot of arguments, a lot of dispute and it is 
not just dispute it is really discussion and sometime it is really offensive, people offend each 
other very easily on the discussion page, which can sometimes be a problem because this 
is public and you can always see that this and that person have a very offensive way of dis-
cussing with other people so this is an interesting aspect I think […]. If you read discussion 

















edition was scarce and with  lots of mistakes. When asked about the reasons  for  joining 
Wikipedia, the interviewees stressed that several people from the first Wikipedia genera-














So I think in the beginning you needed some kind of Weltverbesserungsantrieb, yeah to 
make the world a better place […] I think the first generation of contributors mainly did it 
because of ideological reasons, like I think many people saw it as a new way of developing 
a new kind of enlightenment, so I am talking about my own motivation. I think this is the 
main reason why I was so hooked in the beginning (German Wikipedian #6). 
Most of those interviewed mentioned the ideological point of departure as a motivating 
factor  when  becoming  involved  with  Wikipedia.  However,  while  the  ideological  reasons 
were mentioned by practically all those interviewed, they were mostly presented in combi-
nation with some of the reasons below. 
The second theme relates to the ability to express oneself and get reactions within a spe-






That was really the thing that fascinated me from the beginning when I started to work on 
Wikipedia. I just could not wait for the reaction. I wrote something and I could not get away 
from the computer, because if I was away I was waiting for people to comment or to change 
my things and to react to it. And I was really keen on that, still I am keen on that reaction, it 


















It is a bit irritating how important it is for them to be recognized inside the community and 
how unimportant it is for many people to know about millions of readers that are out there 
[…] but the thing that people realize when some community member leaves a comment on 
your discussion page and says you have written a great article, there just two things I did not 
understand and so forth, I have some sources here that may be interesting for you […] this 
is the feed back that people see and it motivates them much more than just some numbers 





Wikipedia’s  founding  principles  and  values.  However,  it  nonetheless  differs  on  certain 
aspects. The most notable difference is related to the dialogue between editors, which is 
described as relatively harsh compared to the norm of a trustful dialogue based on good 





















































In relation to disagreements between editors,  the community entails several dialogue-






















We are not here because we want to use the wiki and have fun with it, but we want to 
have an encyclopedia which is bigger and better than any encyclopedia that has been there 
before […] they say it is not the ‘reine Lehre’ the original idea of the wiki as such. But I would 
say and I think many people in the German community also would say the wiki is just a tool 
and if we have another tool which is better for writing an encyclopedia we will use that and 













There are two groups, and this is I think very typical again of the German Wikipedia and not 
as visible in the other Wikipedias although it is present everywhere […] the includists and 
the excludists. The excludists want to take out things because they think they are not rel-
evant and the includists want to put everything in. […] and there is a lot of discussion about 
relevance and perhaps such discussion is a good thing because those who want to keep the 



























































that Wales  is aware of his  special position and takes an accordingly diplomatic  stand  in 
discussions.
He [Jimmy Wales] is still active in large debates. He is aware of his reputation, if he speaks 
out on some issue, people will take notice of this statement, so which makes his statements 
in many ways usually more balanced, diplomatic than they could be. […] he is an authority 
thanks to his role in starting the whole Wikipedia (German Wikipedian #5). 


















Policies are not developed in a (national) chapter, the policies are developed in communi-
ties […]. The German chapter can take money and pay somebody and there the chapter 
comes into play and say okay the community wants this and that we will try to make it 
happen, but it is not a chapter that is pushing this because it does not work that way, it 
















If there is a rule that does not make any sense to you, please don’t let this rule get in the 
way of your work! If you have the choice between not doing and sticking to the rule, and 
doing something and ignoring the rule, just do it anyway and deal with the consequences 
and if the rule is indeed stupid then well then you shouldn’t have anything to worry about. 
[…] this corrective is highly efficient to prove structures to be ineffective because it helps 
people to get along with structures that no longer have any value. It is official, you can 
















member  of  Wikipedia  Advisory  Board  #7)10.  Further,  the  community  has  defined  three 
levels of official positions; administrator, bureaucrat, and steward, which editors  in good 
standing may apply for.















There are the bureaucrats […], if you draw an organizational chart they are on top of it, but 
the truth is that they only got so much control because they don’t really use it. They just 
use it in a way that some just, logical thinking person would use it, and if they would misuse 
it suddenly their power would be gone. So it is. Of course you can say they are on top of 
the hierarchy but the truth is that they are only there as long as they are doing what the 
collected will of the community wants, so I would not really call this a hierarchy. I think the 
hierarchy that is there is much more informal, is much more like okay this and this person 
have been active since 2003 and have written several dozen excellent articles and have been 
active in certain discussions and people agree that the things that this person says are very 
thoughtful and so on and this is what makes an important person in the community […] 




The top  level of Wikipedia’s official positions  is  the steward. Stewards are users with 
complete access to the wiki interface on all Wikimedia wikis, including the ability to change 











Every administrator has the fact that they are administrator on their user page. I mean I 
have never met an admin who didn’t.[…]. If you are getting into an argument with some-





group of people have considered your contributions and validated them  (U.S. member of 
Wikipedia Advisory Board #7). 
I mean to be an administrator maybe it is seen as a small sign which is recognisable from the 
outside. But it is much more what the community members think about the certain person 
which makes this person kind of a community leader (German Wikipedian #6). 
The emphasis on the community as “king” of Wikipedia is stressed time and again, and it 
seems fair to conclude that, according to the interviewees, the various positions are only 














































(open for all, no registration required),  in relation to the  legal  license (sharing and reuse 
allowed), and in the cooperative practices. Compared to other voluntary associations, the 
Wikipedia norms of openness and sharing may not differ essentially, however the technical 
platform provides different means  for  realizing  these norms. Likewise,  the wiki platform 










As the study  is based on  interviews amongst a  limited group of people, the findings 
should not be seen as representative of the 1.3 million German Wikipedia users, but rather 




















1. The numbers refer to the list of interviewees in Jørgensen (2012, Appendix B). 
2. Various statistics related to the German Wikipedia are available at: http://stats.wikimedia.org/EN/
ChartsWikipediaDE.htm and http://stats.wikimedia.org/EN/TablesWikipediaDE.htm, retrieved 
November 1, 2011.
3. See http://wikimania2005.wikimedia.org/, retrieved November 1, 2011. 
4. See http://www.comscore.com/press/release.asp?press=2160, retrieved November 1, 2011.
5. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Five_pillars, retrieved November 1, 2011.
6. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Wikipedia_is_a_community, November 1, 2011.
7. See Lih (2009, pp. 122-132) for a detailed account of one of the edit wars regarding the article on the 
Polish city Gdansk, also known as Danzig. 
8. Quote from http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia_power_structure, retrieved November 1, 
2011. 
9. Quote from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Verifiability, retrieved November 1, 2011. 
10. A study on the criteria for promotion within Wikipedia (to become administrator, for example) sug-
gests that there is a 10% increase in likelihood of Admin approval for every 3800 edits the individual 
has conducted (Burke & Kraut, 2008). 
11. See http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Stewards, retrieved November 1, 2011.
12. Vandalism is defined as “any addition, removal, or change of content made in a deliberate attempt to 
compromise the integrity of Wikipedia”. Common forms of vandalism include the addition of obsceni-
ties, page blanking, and the insertion of nonsense into articles. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Wikipedia:Vandalism, retrieved November 1, 2011.
13. Research on the Arbitration Committee in the English edition finds that strict remedies are rarely used 
and that the Committee tries to encourage productive Wikipedians back into participating (Hoffman 
& Mehra, 2009).
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